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        When you are persecuted in one city, flee unto another.


—Edward Coles, “Notes on Slavery” (after Matthew 10:23)


We often congratulate ourselves more on getting rid of a problem than on solving it.


—W. E. B. Du Bois, The Suppression of the African Slave Trade
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INTRODUCTION


THE PREHISTORY OF “SEPARATE BUT EQUAL”


EDWARD COLES HAD A LOT on his mind. In July 1814 he was private secretary to James Madison and spent his days managing the president’s business at a time of war. The United States had been fighting Britain and its Native American allies for nearly three years. Coles and Madison would be forced to flee the White House just a few weeks later, when British troops invaded and razed Washington. Coles still made time during that anxious month to write to Thomas Jefferson about the nation’s founding dilemma. “I never took up my pen with more hesitation, or felt more embarrassment than I now do in addressing you on the subject of this letter,” wrote Coles. But given the leisure now afforded by his well-deserved retirement, might Jefferson be able to devise “some plan for the gradual emancipation of slavery?”1


Coles was twenty-seven years old. He came from a wealthy Virginia family, and had inherited twenty slaves from his father in 1808. The year before, as a student at the College of William and Mary, he had decided that he “would not and could not hold my fellow man as a slave.” The insight came to him in class one day, when he was listening to the president of the college “lecturing and explaining the rights of man.” Coles asked his professor (“in the simplicity of youth”) how it was possible to reconcile human rights and the equality of mankind with slaveholding. “I can never forget his peculiarly embarrassed manner,” Coles later recalled. “He frankly admitted it could not rightfully be done, and that slavery was a state of things that could not be justified on principle.” The only excuse for failing to end slavery was “the difficulty of getting rid of it,” his professor suggested. Coles continued to harass him when the class was over, insisting that the practical problems of emancipation were no excuse for apathy or inaction. In 1814, he was making the same point to Thomas Jefferson.2


Jefferson had been retired for five years at Monticello. He spent his days reading, entertaining, and corresponding with an extraordinary range of people. Sally Hemings, with whom he had been in a sexual relationship for more than a quarter of a century, was living in the servants’ quarters in the south wing. Four of Hemings’s six children had survived past infancy and were still on the mountain. (All enslaved, like their mother.) Jefferson was sixty-seven years old. He had criticized the institution of slavery since his time in the Virginia governor’s mansion in the 1770s, and as president of the United States he’d signed the bill that ended American participation in the international slave trade. And yet the nation’s slave population was still creeping upward. Edward Coles badgered anyone who would listen on this topic. When he and James Madison strolled through the nation’s capital and encountered “gangs of negroes, some in irons,” Coles upbraided the president for doing nothing to secure “the rights of man.” But Coles felt that Jefferson had a special responsibility to lead the nation’s struggle against slavery. He was, after all, the “immortal author” of “all men are created equal,” the nation’s founding creed. The time had arrived “to put into complete practice those hallowed principles contained in that renowned Declaration.”3


In his reply, Jefferson conceded that “the love of justice and the love of country plead equally the cause of these people.” But what would happen to them (and their white neighbors) if slaves were suddenly set free? For decades, Jefferson’s anxieties about integration had weakened his antislavery convictions. Coles had his own solution: he would take his freed slaves to the western states and forge a new life with them there. Jefferson was alarmed by this plan to “abandon” them in the midst of white people. He urged a different solution: slaves should be freed gradually and on condition that they leave the United States. Coles should temper his radicalism until he found a way to reconcile “all men are created equal” with the need for racial separation. The former president would offer his best hopes to this effort, but no more. “I have overlived the generation with which mutual labors and perils begat mutual confidence and influence.” Antislavery, Jefferson declared, was an “enterprise for the young.”4


Coles was unimpressed. He wrote again, rejecting Jefferson’s view that “the difficult work of cleansing the escutcheon of Virginia” should fall solely upon young men like himself. Elder statesmen were, in fact, “the only persons who have it in their power effectually to arouse and enlighten the public sentiment.” Hadn’t Benjamin Franklin become a convert to emancipation “after he had passed your age?” Coles dismissed Jefferson’s suggestion that his slaves would benefit more from a kindly master than from a liberator, or that their survival depended upon their exile from the United States. When he had completed his work for Madison, he vowed, he would take his slaves out of Virginia, free them, and live alongside them in “the country northwest of the River Ohio.” That letter went into a drawer at Monticello and remained unanswered. It would be another five years before the impetuous Edward Coles made good on his promise.5


WHILE COLES MAY HAVE BEEN an outlier, his correspondence with Jefferson reveals a broader truth about the evolution of slavery in America. Even slaveholders were aware of a contradiction between the nation’s founding principles and the practice of holding human beings in bondage. Abolition, the most obvious way to resolve that contradiction, would convert slaves into citizens at a stroke. But the vast majority of white Americans were nervous about what freed people might do next. Slavery had denied African Americans an education and an opportunity to better themselves, and it had given them ample reason to resent the people who had benefited from their bondage. These anxieties crowded the minds of slaveholders and reformers alike and encouraged a third way of thinking: if slavery was immoral and multiracial citizenship was beset with difficulties, perhaps black people could be freed and resettled away from whites. This plan was usually known as “colonization,” and Jefferson was one of the first people in North America to endorse it. In the decades between the Revolution and the Civil War, the idea that the races might be separated became a mainstay of the movement against slavery in North and South alike. It was promoted by reformers across the country, but was especially popular in the northern states. St. George Tucker, perhaps the most influential legal mind in the South, wrote a long colonization proposal in 1796 and presented it to the Virginia assembly. In 1816, a group of politicians, clergymen, and antislavery activists from across the United States founded the American Colonization Society (ACS), a charity to encourage the resettlement of African Americans in West Africa. In 1821, the society founded its own settlement, Liberia, with the support of President James Monroe. In 1833, James Madison, the last of the Founding Fathers, assumed the presidency of the ACS. Racial separation had become the most popular means of imagining a world after slavery.


Its appeal hardly faded in the decades before the Civil War, even as the slave population climbed inexorably. Henry Clay of Kentucky, perhaps the most influential nineteenth-century politician never to occupy the White House, succeeded James Madison to the presidency of the Colonization Society instead. Daniel Webster, the great Massachusetts statesman who had helped to found the ACS in 1816, lobbied for federal assistance to the society in the 1850s. Harriet Beecher Stowe, in the final pages of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, dispatched her hero George Harris to Liberia. And Abraham Lincoln, in the first years of his presidency, did more to secure government support for black emigration than any politician since James Monroe. When he addressed a group of free blacks in Washington in the summer of 1862, with the war’s outcome uncertain, Lincoln insisted that they had a duty to leave the country and build a separate nation for African Americans. “You may believe you can live in Washington or elsewhere in the United States,” he told them. “This is (I speak in no unkind sense) an extremely selfish view of the case.”6


If so many of the most iconic figures in American life before 1865 were committed to the idea of colonization, why has it played such a muted role in our stories of slavery, abolition, and citizenship? For many historians, the idea that the entire black population of the United States could be resettled beyond the nation’s borders seems outlandish. Between the American Revolution and the Civil War, perhaps 20,000 African Americans left for Africa or the Caribbean. The black population remaining in America increased across the same period by around 3.5 million. Given the negligible number of black emigrants before 1863, and the transcendent achievement of the Emancipation Proclamation and the Thirteenth Amendment, historians have often consigned colonization to a footnote in America’s struggle against slavery.


In fact, racial separation served as a rallying point for slavery’s opponents for more than seventy years, from the publication of Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia in 1785 to the first years of the Civil War—perhaps even later. For much of the nineteenth century, the most respectable way to express one’s loathing for slavery was to endorse the logic of colonization. Free blacks came to see this logic as the biggest threat to their future in the United States. In 1829, the Boston-based writer David Walker, in his Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World, warned his fellow blacks to resist the “colonizing trick” and stand firm against the offer to relocate to Africa. “This country is as much ours as it is the whites’,” he wrote. “Whether they will admit it now or not, they will see and believe it by and by.” Although Walker’s ideas broke through to a small group of white radicals—most notably to the Boston reformer William Lloyd Garrison, who had previously supported the Colonization Society—the mainstream of public opinion in both the North and the Upper South remained firmly committed to colonization. The radical abolitionists who clustered around Garrison and his newspaper, The Liberator, were a tiny minority in the three decades before the Civil War. Most critics of slavery believed that the only way to break its grip on America was to move black people somewhere else.7


THE STORY OF BLACK COLONIZATION has played a peripheral role in our understanding of the struggle against slavery. It has almost never featured in our analysis of another pivotal episode in nineteenth-century American history: the removal of Native Americans. In the earliest years of the republic, successive presidents committed themselves to a policy of “civilizing” the Indian nations living east of the Mississippi River. Federal officials, missionaries, and reformers promoted the idea that Native Americans could be incorporated into the United States: white settlers on the frontier would live alongside Indians and eventually intermarry with them, producing a single people in the West. After the War of 1812, and the suppression of a massive Native uprising led by the Shawnee warrior Tecumseh, the rhetoric of politicians and reformers changed. The anticipated marriage (figurative and literal) between Indians and white settlers had failed to materialize. As western settlers continued to disrupt Native communities with alcohol, land seizures, and violence, eastern reformers concluded that the original “civilizing” model was doing more harm than good. In 1824, President James Monroe told Congress that Indian nations should move west of the Mississippi, where the federal government might more easily manage their journey toward “civilization.” The same policy was adopted by the administration of John Quincy Adams in 1826 and enthusiastically endorsed by Andrew Jackson through the passage of the Removal Act of 1830.


The parallels between black colonization and Indian removal are striking. Both came to dominate the national conversation in the two decades following the War of 1812. Both were premised on the idea that contact between non-whites and whites tended to “degrade” the former, preventing them from achieving their natural potential and making equal citizenship all but impossible. Both promised a happier future for non-whites beyond the borders of the United States in self-governing and prosperous offshoots of the American republic. Crucially, both were couched in terms of benevolence. Missionaries and religious reformers took the lead, anchoring their good intentions with a simple promise: colonization should be voluntary. When African Americans and Native Americans expressed wariness or outright opposition, the white architects of colonization insisted that blacks and Indians would eventually realize the benefits of resettlement and willingly leave the United States.


Most high school history students know that things didn’t turn out this way. Andrew Jackson was so determined to remove Native peoples from the southeastern states that he abandoned the pretense of consent, exchanging colonization for expulsion. The Trail of Tears in 1838–1839, when thousands of Cherokees were forcibly marched by the US Army across a thousand miles to Oklahoma, has become our most enduring image of Indian removal. But this profoundly illiberal outcome took root in the same soil that had nourished black colonization: the insistence that racial segregation was a benevolent and far-sighted measure that would allow non-white people to thrive. If we place these efforts to resettle black people and Indians in a single frame, an unsettling but inescapable truth emerges. White reformers, politicians, and churchmen believed that non-whites could only realize their innate potential as human beings—and perhaps even their equality with whites—by separating themselves from the American republic.


In accounting for these removal initiatives, it’s tempting to conclude that the early United States was a blindly racist society, worlds apart from the refined morality of today. This is, I think, a mistaken assumption. One of the arguments of this book is that educated Americans in the early republic found it far harder to be outright racists than we usually imagine. When they consulted the authorities of scripture or science, early Americans couldn’t easily conclude that non-white people were different from or permanently inferior to themselves. Colonization proposals were crafted by intellectuals, reformers, and politicians—men (and occasionally women) who saw themselves as “liberal” in their sentiments. To be liberal in the early United States involved specific beliefs and actions: it meant that you embraced the rational thought of the Enlightenment, that you manifested a Christian benevolence to others, and, most importantly, that you were determined to reject the temptations of “prejudice.” With few exceptions, the architects of racial separation in the early republic emphatically denied that blacks or Indians were permanently inferior to whites. Instead, they spoke of their duty to help non-white people complete their journey toward “civilized” status.8


Liberal whites in the early United States faced two distinct challenges that set them apart from European reformers. First, the American republic encompassed very large numbers of non-white people. In the 1780s, when reformers William Wilberforce and Thomas Clarkson launched their celebrated assault on slavery in the British Empire, they could promote abolition without owning its social consequences. The British sugar islands of the Caribbean were overwhelmingly populated by black slaves who were ruled by a tiny white minority. Emancipation there would produce a black society, and would likely displace the tiny knot of white planters who had ruled those islands with the lash. In the United States, the demography of slavery was very different. In 1800, black people made up just a fraction of the population in New England, and were a small but significant minority in New York and Pennsylvania. But in Virginia, home to the greatest number of slaves in the Union from the Revolution to the Civil War, blacks were nearly 40 percent of the total population. Farther south, the Lowcountry of South Carolina and Georgia had a black majority, and looked more like the Caribbean than New England. When we factor in the significant numbers of Native Americans who lived east of the Mississippi—perhaps 200,000 at the opening of the nineteenth century, with twice that number living in areas that would later become part of the United States—we can see that the challenge of integrating non-white people in the American republic was enormous. The abolition of slavery and the extension of “civilization” to Native American nations would create a genuinely multiracial republic. Reformers would need to acknowledge this reality as they plotted their strategies for freeing slaves or incorporating Indians.9


The second challenge was more abstract, but no less profound. In 1776, the United States declared independence from Britain with a devastatingly simple phrase: “All men are created equal.” While Thomas Jefferson may not have originally intended those words to encompass non-white people, they had leaked into the struggle for black and Indian rights long before Edward Coles threw them at their author in 1814. In Massachusetts, enslaved people drew upon the state constitution’s claim that “all men are born free and equal” to demand their freedom. The state’s judges found in their favor in 1783, and slavery in Massachusetts was outlawed. Over the following decades, antislavery societies founded by black and white activists employed the Declaration’s most sonorous line relentlessly. “That a people who have declared ‘that all men are by nature equally free and independent,’” wrote the Virginia judge St. George Tucker in 1796, “should in defiance of so sacred a truth . . . tolerate a practice incompatible therewith, is such an evidence of the weakness and inconsistency of human nature, as every man who hath a spark of patriotic fire in his bosom must wish to see removed from his own country.” While the Spanish and the British had organized their colonial possessions around hierarchies of wealth or title, the new United States had declared itself a horizontal society. But this meant that the end of slavery or the incorporation of Native Americans would commit the new republic to becoming something without precedent in the modern world: a multiracial society dedicated to equal rights and potential.10


THIS IS THE STORY OF how “liberal” whites—men and women who thought themselves enlightened and benevolent—struggled to realize this multiracial society in the formative decades of the United States. It takes seriously the idea that blacks and Indians claimed a share in the Declaration of Independence, and it traces the efforts of white reformers to end slavery and incorporate Native Americans. The first part of the book examines early attempts to free slaves and “civilize” Indians alongside the nation’s expanding white population. The second explains why white Americans found it so hard to accept interracial marriage, an outcome that seemed like the logical extension of “all men are created equal,” but which became anathema to even radical reformers. The third part presents colonization as a compromise that became a life raft for liberal whites, who were caught between the unambiguous promises of 1776 and the practical difficulties of creating a mixed-race republic. To say that racial separation was a racist idea is to misunderstand its allure: in the soaring rhetoric of its (mostly) white proponents, colonization would allow the races to become “separate but equal.”


That phrase first entered the American lexicon decades later in the nation’s history, during the Supreme Court’s deliberations over Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. The case was a test of the segregationist Jim Crow laws that had swept through southern legislatures after the collapse of Reconstruction in 1877. The Court, by a majority of 7 to 1, decided that segregated washrooms, railroad cars, or lunch counters were constitutional, provided that they were of comparable quality. We usually see “separate but equal” as the capstone of a white southern counterrevolution: The Supreme Court had given a green light to white racists to invalidate the black political gains of the Reconstruction period, and had capsized the egalitarian efforts of Abraham Lincoln and the Radical Republicans of the 1860s. This book argues instead that “separate but equal” lies at the heart of American history. It was a mental and political compromise forged in the era of the Founding Fathers, and applied to Native Americans as well as to black people a century before the cynical reasoning of the Plessy decision.


If the essential principle of colonization—that African Americans and Native Americans should leave the United States—seems unambiguously racist to our eyes, is there anything to be gained by studying its rhetoric of benevolence and equality? Absolutely, for three reasons. First, the fact that the proponents of colonization imagined that they were not racists was fundamental to their belief that blacks and Indians could be settled elsewhere. Liberal whites consoled themselves that colonization would not damage the founding ideals of the United States, and might even help to secure them. This belief persisted despite the widespread refusal of blacks and Indians to consent to their own removal. Modern commentators, especially those who defend the Founding Fathers on the issues of slaveholding or Indian removal, often remark that it’s bad history to apply the morals of the present to a different time. While that is generally good advice, it should not deter us from recognizing that, on the question of race, early Americans juggled moral and political challenges that are disconcertingly familiar to us.


Second, the rhetoric of “separate but equal” helps to explain why the antislavery struggle produced such a limited commitment among whites to genuine equality for African Americans. We sometimes imagine the struggle against slavery as a gradual expansion of abolitionist sentiment, as if the ideas of William Lloyd Garrison and The Liberator metastasized into the Emancipation Proclamation and the Thirteenth Amendment. In fact, colonization enabled “moderate” opponents of slavery to denounce human bondage without accepting black citizenship, to believe that they were upholding their principles while denying non-whites a place in the expanding republic. That Liberia recruited only a tiny minority of African Americans or that Lincoln ultimately embraced emancipation without colonization are beside the point: generations of white reformers in the early United States had detached the cause of antislavery from a commitment to accept black people as citizens, neighbors, family. When the circumstances of the Civil War made emancipation all but inevitable, 4 million freed slaves entered a republic that had spent decades imagining that they would end up somewhere else. Colonization had a profound effect on the long exile of blacks and Indians from “all men are created equal.”


Third, it’s important that we recognize that, alongside its episodes of vicious and open racism, the nation has always incubated a form of racial “improvement” that sees space as a solution to the problem of race. Segregation was never limited to the South, and it took such a firm grip there after the Civil War only because so many African Americans lived below the Mason-Dixon Line. The United States bears the scars of its segregated past, of course. It also retains an instinct for racial separation that manifests itself even among those who forswear racist beliefs. You can see it in the beating or killing of African Americans who end up in the “wrong” neighborhood, or in the chronic problem of housing discrimination in major cities, or in the struggles against poverty facing Native and African American communities across the country. Our segregated present isn’t solely the legacy of a regional racism that gripped the South after the Civil War. Racial separation was a national preoccupation in the nation’s first decades, and it was presented as impeccably liberal in its intentions and effects. If we are ever to unravel the legacy of this thinking, we have to start by acknowledging its origins and its attractiveness to people who imagined themselves to be both enlightened and benevolent. We have, in other words, to take “separate but equal” for what it was: a founding principle of the United States.


THE TITLE OF THIS BOOK comes from Nina Simone’s song “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free”; or, to be more precise, a performance of the song she gave in Montreux, Switzerland, in 1976. Simone had spent the previous two years living in Monrovia, the capital of Liberia, a place she had found exhilarating and bewildering in equal measure. Her appearance in Montreux was a comeback after years of relative obscurity. In the middle of her set, she sat at the piano and performed the song she had famously recorded in 1967. “I wish I could share all the love that’s in my heart,” goes the original version. “Remove all the bars that keep us apart.” That night in Switzerland, she wished instead to “break all the things that bind us apart.” She finished the line with a stabbing chord in the right hand, and the song climbed toward its ecstatic conclusion.


“Bind us apart” stayed with me as I wrote this book because it seemed to encapsulate the contradiction driving my subjects. The proponents of colonization frequently recognized black and Indian humanity and potential, envisaging a moment at which non-whites could emulate the political achievement of the United States. But they directed Native Americans and African Americans to vindicate their freedom somewhere else. Black and Indian colonies were attempts at what we would now call “ethnic cleansing,” and yet they promised that non-whites could resemble white people more closely by being removed from their midst. An Indian state might emerge in the West, mirroring the established states of the Union. Liberia might spread “civilization” into the interior and produce a United States of Africa, a facsimile of the American republic. These powerful visions had a formative influence on the social and political landscape, from the Founding Fathers through Abraham Lincoln and beyond. And yet we haven’t properly acknowledged their origins, development, and persistence in American history. By doing so, we can better understand not only the histories of slavery and dispossession that link whites, Native Americans, and African Americans, but the reasons why racial justice in the United States has remained such an elusive goal.









PART I


DEGRADATION









ONE


BECOMING GOOD CITIZENS


IN THE LAST DECADE OF the eighteenth century, Virginia was home to around 300,000 slaves: a third of the total number in the United States. What would happen if they were set free? A number of Virginians had raised this question—including, most famously, Thomas Jefferson—but in 1795 one resolved to answer it with a concrete plan for emancipation. St. George Tucker was a slaveholder and one of the state’s most prominent judges, but he was also an outsider. He had been born and raised in Bermuda, more than eight hundred miles north of the harsh plantation slavery of the West Indies, and had acquired his slaves through marriage. Tucker thought slavery a curse upon the state and the nation: it made a nonsense of the Declaration of Independence, and it brought the danger of a mass rebellion that might overwhelm the South. Like many Americans, Tucker had been watching the bloody slave uprising in the French Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue, which would culminate in the death or expulsion of slaveholders and the establishment of the world’s first independent black republic, Haiti. Tucker was careful not to embarrass his white neighbors: slavery was an unfortunate condition which Virginians “could no more have avoided, than an hereditary gout or leprosy.” The state had taken its first steps toward abolition back in 1778, when the legislature had banned the importation of slaves from overseas. Tucker wanted to go further. Although he had never been to New England, he knew that slavery had been abolished there. So he wrote to a friend of a friend in Boston with a series of questions. Had black people been happily integrated after slavery? Were they hard working and intellectually curious? All things being equal, was emancipation a success?1


The recipient of Tucker’s letter was Jeremy Belknap, a Congregationalist minister from Boston. Belknap knew everyone: he wrote for magazines, supported numerous charities, and founded the Massachusetts Historical Society in 1791. His views on slavery were typical of his class and moment. He had been a strong supporter of abolition in Massachusetts, citing the language of the Declaration of Independence. He deplored the tendency of unscrupulous slave traders to prey upon Boston’s free black population, and in 1788 he organized a petition in support of the local free black community as it protested the kidnapping of free blacks by Caribbean slave traders. (The state responded by outlawing the practice, and three men who had been taken from Boston to the Swedish island of St. Barts were restored to the city.) Belknap knew Prince Hall, the free black artisan who had founded North America’s first black Masonic Lodge in 1784, and he was publicly upbeat about black ability. In private, though, he was snobbish and condescending about free blacks—and about the enthusiasm for liberty that prevailed among the poorer residents of Boston, regardless of race.2


For Belknap, an ardent nationalist, even a worthy cause such as antislavery could not be allowed to threaten American unity. When Benjamin Franklin and the Pennsylvania Abolition Society (PAS) petitioned the House of Representatives for immediate abolition in 1790, Belknap bemoaned the “contemptible politicians” among the PAS leadership who threatened the delicate compromises that had brought the federal government into existence. What if South Carolina were to say “we will keep our slaves, and you may keep your Quakers? What a contemptible figure will America make in the eyes of the world!” If abolition were to make headway in the South, it would require men like St. George Tucker to domesticate the idea. Belknap was delighted, then, to help his new friend. He prepared copies of Tucker’s questions and sent them to forty of his associates, including James Sullivan, the attorney general of Massachusetts; Prince Hall; and John Adams, who was enduring the final months of his unhappy vice-presidency in Philadelphia.3


The responses were revealingly inconsistent. Some of Belknap’s friends assumed that blacks couldn’t vote or hold office in Massachusetts; others insisted that they did both. Most respondents thought abolition a success, though a few wondered if a more gradual transition would have provided slaves with a better foundation for freedom. Two points of consensus among Belknap’s circle revealed the paradox at the heart of emancipation: nearly everyone accepted that abolition was an inevitable consequence of the Declaration of Independence, and nearly everyone agreed that abolition had failed to level the playing field for blacks and whites.


The problem seemed to stem from the experience of slavery itself. To be enslaved was to suffer an assault on one’s morals and outlook. John Eliot, another Boston clergyman, told Belknap that while free-born blacks were just as capable as whites, those who had been enslaved and denied an education displayed a “palpable difference” in their morals. This difference was entirely the product of “habits of life”—the travails of slavery—rather than of race. Unquestionably, though, it had strengthened prejudices among whites toward black people generally. “There is here a great number of worthy good men and good citizens that are not ashamed to take an African by the hand,” reported Prince Hall, the black Mason. “But yet there are to be seen the weeds of pride, envy, tyranny, and scorn, in this garden of peace, liberty and equality.”4


In his report to Tucker, Belknap wondered whether blacks had been so “oppressed with poverty and its attendant miseries” since emancipation that they might have been better off had they remained slaves. He wouldn’t attribute their problems to race, noting that there was no difference in “general, moral, or social conduct” between Boston’s free black population and poorer whites with the same levels of education. He praised the hundreds of free blacks who had volunteered in 1786 to help put down Shays’ Rebellion in western Massachusetts. But the findings of his survey suggested that emancipation had not produced social harmony between races. Even if blacks were entitled to the promises of the Declaration of Independence, and race offered no grounds for discrimination, the abolition of slavery would not in itself create an equal society. Tucker thanked Belknap for his help and acknowledged his cautious conclusions. Some of his neighbors in Virginia had already assured him that slavery was “infinitely preferable to that degraded freedom [blacks] would enjoy, if emancipated.”5


To Belknap’s surprise, Tucker didn’t see the survey as an excuse to mothball his plans for emancipation. Instead, the Virginian marked out three alternatives to slavery, all deeply problematic in their own way. First, slaves could be freed on condition that they be exiled beyond the Mississippi River, an option that Thomas Jefferson had floated in his Notes on the State of Virginia. This would be expensive, probably impractical, and possibly cruel: “If humanity plead for their emancipation,” Tucker suggested, “it pleads more strongly against colonization.” Second, they could be freed but denied civil and political rights. This would take care of slavery, but would make blacks reluctant to work, perhaps even restive. If freed blacks saw second-class citizenship as a reason to “procure by force what you have refused to grant them,” white Virginians would gain little release from the anxieties that haunted the slave system. Finally, slaves might be freed and given the same rights as white people, regardless of the ways in which slavery had “depraved their faculties,” and despite the preponderance of “prejudices too deeply rooted to be eradicated” among white Virginians. The race war that was currently raging in Saint-Domingue made Tucker especially wary of this third path. But it was hard to hedge moral imperatives, or to rank the perils of emancipation against the dangers of doing nothing. Sometimes, Tucker confessed to Belknap, he felt “prompted to exclaim, Fiat Justitia ruat coelum.” Let justice be done, though the heavens fall.6


When Belknap circulated Tucker’s reply to his Massachusetts friends, their eyes caught on that alarming phrase. John Adams challenged Tucker’s premise directly: “What is justice? Justice to the negroes would require that they should not be abandoned by their masters and turned loose upon a world in which they have no capacity to procure even a subsistence.” Slavery had stripped blacks of skills and industry, perhaps even of virtue: if they were to be emancipated, this should happen gradually, for their sake as much as for the good of society in general. The Massachusetts attorney general, James Sullivan, had a similar reaction. Belknap handed him Tucker’s letter at dinner one night, and Sullivan promised to write a few lines in response at work. The next day, as his clerks and clients buzzed around him, Sullivan wrestled furiously with Tucker’s problem. “All the morning surrounded by people on business,” Sullivan wrote, “I have kept the pen in motion.” Sullivan noted Tucker’s anguish and suggested that the Virginian’s sensitivity “in some degree atones for the violation of human rights which his fellow citizens have been guilty of.” But could the black population be freed? Sullivan believed slavery had always corrupted its victims. Even the Israelites had been prone to “rebellions and insurrections” on their way to Canaan; their defiance of God’s word—the result of slavery’s corroding effects on human virtue—meant “that it was necessary to waste them all in the wilderness.” Sullivan had a better idea: slave children should be educated at the public expense. The only way to eliminate white prejudice was “by raising the blacks, by means of mental improvements, nearly to the same grade with the whites.” This was not a short-term fix; it would take decades, though eventually it would fit both blacks and whites for equal citizenship. In the meantime, while Tucker enjoyed the admiration of New England’s most distinguished citizens, Sullivan was clear on what should happen next: in his abolitionist thinking, St. George Tucker should “make haste slowly.”7


BANISHING BLACKS FROM THE DECLARATION of Independence was an awkward maneuver for educated Americans in the early republic. Science and religion offered little support for the idea of a permanent racial hierarchy. Instead, the most influential thinkers of the Enlightenment era emphasized that appearance and achievement were conditioned by one’s surroundings and experiences. This was the settled view of the Comte de Buffon, perhaps the most important naturalist before Charles Darwin. Between 1748 and his death in 1793, Buffon published dozens of volumes of his Natural History, a massive work that attempted to describe and explain virtually everything: geology, mineralogy, plants, birds, horses, the weather, and, in the midst of all this, human beings. Buffon believed that differences in human skin color, facial features, and behavior were circumstantial rather than innate. Humanity had a common origin. People looked or behaved differently from each other solely because of their social and physical environment.8


Buffon isolated three factors as the cause of physical and behavioral differences: climate, diet, and what he called the “manner of living.” Peoples with darker skin lived in warmer climates; the features of European women were more attractive than the features of, say, aboriginal or Native American women because Europeans had the benefits of a better climate and more advanced civilization. “Race” was not an essential category but a consequence of experience. If a group of Europeans reverted to the life of primitive hunters, Buffon suggested, they would soon begin to resemble those “savage” peoples who populated the frontiers of the empire. To test this hypothesis, Buffon suggested a simple experiment: a group of people from Senegal should swap places with a group from Denmark. Within a few generations, he predicted, the appearance and habits of the two groups would become perfectly inverted.9


To say that Buffon rejected the idea of racial hierarchies—or that he doubted the utility of “race” more generally—is not to say that his thinking was free from cultural superiority. Buffon clearly believed that the best civilizations, as well as the most handsome men and women, were European. But he didn’t think that there was anything special about the human beings who currently lived in Europe, beyond their good fortune in being born in this optimal environment. People born in other parts of the world could achieve precisely the same things, if placed in the right circumstances. Buffon was decidedly not a cultural relativist—he occasionally marveled at other cultures, but didn’t question the superiority of European society. In the strict sense of the term, however, he was not a racist. He even suggested that human ingenuity might hedge against the effects of the harshest climates. Those living in the world’s torrid or frozen zones might emulate European civilization if given the tools and encouragement to do so. Even the most terrible experiences—including enslavement—could not crush the “seeds of virtue” that were every human being’s birthright.10
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Buffon’s enormous Natural History (1749) offered the most influential account of human physical difference in the eighteenth century. COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS.


Although Buffon’s theories were extraordinarily influential, he had his critics. In the 1770s and after, during a backlash against the rise of antislavery sentiment in Britain and France, a series of British authors speculated that black people were in fact permanently inferior to whites. A more subtle challenge came from other scientists who proposed grouping human beings into fixed categories. The Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus thought that all of humanity could be placed within one of four races; the German theorist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach proposed five. But neither Linnaeus nor Blumenbach suggested that their racial groups had been separately created. Nor did they dissent from Buffon’s belief that physical differences were created by environment and circumstance. Blumenbach was at pains to insist that his racial groups were fluid, and that “races” had permeable boundaries: “You see that all do so run into one another, and that one variety of mankind does so sensibly pass into the other, that you cannot mark out the limits between them.” Even the Enlightenment’s architects of “race” refused to depart from Buffon’s view that human beings shared both a common origin and an innate plasticity.11


In the young United States, Buffon’s Natural History was broadly applauded, save for one telling detail. In one of his twelve (!) volumes on quadrupeds, he had casually asserted that the animals of North America seemed a little smaller than their counterparts in Europe and Asia. He even claimed, improbably, that American mutton was “less succulent and tender” than its European equivalent. The suspicion that the North American climate was somehow enfeebling was taken up with gusto by Buffon’s compatriot, the Abbé Raynal, who insisted that the hardiest Europeans would “degenerate” in the New World. Buffon’s cautious speculation became clumsily chauvinistic in the hands of Raynal, who already had a complicated relationship with the United States. Although France became a vital ally to the Patriot cause in 1778, Raynal and other French intellectuals were snobbish about American claims that the Revolution had global significance. Degeneration was a tool for mocking American exceptionalism, but Benjamin Franklin—who spent much of the Revolutionary War in Paris as US envoy to France—had the best riposte. At a dinner one evening that brought Raynal and Franklin together, the Frenchman could not resist taunting the American. Franklin and his aides were seated on one side of the table, Raynal and the French guests on the other. “Let both parties rise,” Franklin ordered, “and we will see on which side nature has degenerated.” At five ten, Franklin was the shortest American at the table, but still comfortably taller than his “remarkably diminutive” hosts. Raynal, Franklin later told Thomas Jefferson, was “a mere shrimp.” Franklin could easily have tossed one of the French guests out of the window. (“Or perhaps two.”)12


The degeneration thesis fired Jefferson’s interest in natural history. This was why he never tired of the search for giant moose heads, mastodon skeletons, and other examples of American fecundity, many of which ended up in the entrance hall at Monticello. More seriously, it prompted him to defend the ability and potential of Native Americans. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, which made a sustained assault on degeneration, Jefferson insisted that the “vivacity and activity of mind” among the Indians “is equal to ours in the same situation.” Perhaps Jefferson would have become fascinated by Native Americans regardless of the French challenge, but Buffon and Raynal made the defense of Indian ability a patriotic imperative. The notion that Europeans looked down on America spread widely across the new nation: in the 1790s and 1800s, it was not unusual to find local newspapers from New England to Georgia trumpeting a giant radish or an “inimitable hog” to disprove the view that “nature degenerates in America.”13


In his emphasis on Native American ability, Jefferson was merely following the environmental theories of Buffon himself. In the Notes, however, Jefferson departed from the Frenchman in one crucial respect. “I advance it as a suspicion only,” he wrote carefully, “that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind.” Jefferson hedged this in countless ways: he warned that one could only speculate about black inferiority “with great diffidence”; that it would be a terrible thing to “degrade a whole race of men from the rank in the scale of beings which their creator may perhaps have given them.” Nonetheless, in Jefferson’s most sustained engagement with the issue of racial hierarchy, he had offered an unambiguous judgment: Native Americans had the same capacity as white people, but African Americans did not.14


This short passage has had an outsized influence on historians, who are accustomed to placing Jefferson in the vanguard of American thought. We’ll return later to the question of why he departed so dramatically from Buffon’s theory in the case of African Americans. For now, though, we need to place Jefferson’s jarring conclusions in context. First, his arguments about black inferiority drew plenty of criticism, especially from those who knew most about the orthodoxies of the Enlightenment. From South Carolina, the doctor and historian David Ramsay praised Jefferson for his “merited correction” to Buffon on degeneration, but chided him for his racism: “You have depressed the negroes too low,” Ramsay wrote. “I believe all mankind to be originally the same and only diversified by accidental circumstances.” The surveyor and land speculator Gilbert Imlay declared himself “ashamed, in reading Mr. Jefferson’s book, to see, from one of the most enlightened and benevolent of my countrymen, the disgraceful prejudices he entertains against the unfortunate negroes.” When the antislavery sections of the Notes were invoked by newspapers and reformers in the 1790s and 1800s, the section on black inferiority was usually omitted—unsurprisingly, perhaps, since it seemed to undermine the case for freeing blacks in the first place.15


The notorious passage on black ability even became a political issue in 1800, when Jefferson’s Federalist opponents seized on his remark about blacks being a “distinct race” to accuse him of blasphemy. One of Jefferson’s supporters supplied the newspapers with a letter he’d written in 1791 to the free black mathematician Benjamin Banneker, in which Jefferson declared that “nature has given to our black brethren talents equal to those of other colors.” If appearance didn’t always bear out this truth, Jefferson continued, this “is owing merely to the degraded condition of their existence both in Africa and America.” At other moments in his private correspondence, Jefferson incubated his earlier view on black inferiority. But he seems to have persuaded very few of his compatriots to accept his unorthodox position. The vast majority of writers and thinkers on race preferred Buffon’s emphasis on human adaptability, and Jefferson learned to couch his own views with more “diffidence” across the rest of his public life.16


The controversy over Jefferson’s Notes illuminates two further aspects of the debate over race in the early United States. First, by invoking the possibility that blacks were permanently inferior to whites, Jefferson had opened himself to the charge of religious infidelity. The same problem faced any proslavery writer in the southern states or the West Indies who denied the common origins of humanity. A separate creation for black people could not be squared with the descent of humanity from Adam and Eve; racism, put simply, was a rejection of the Bible’s authority. Ingenious proslavery theorists would eventually propose workarounds that might relieve some of this pressure, but the inconvenient truth of Genesis acted as a brake on racist theory throughout the antebellum years.17


If religious infidelity presented one threat to the budding race theorist, the accusation of prejudice was another. One of the core objectives of the Enlightenment had been to free people from irrationality and parochialism: to aggregate and disseminate knowledge in ways that would open up people’s minds and transcend their baser instincts. The word “prejudice” was an important part of this intellectual liberation. As we’ll see, the liberal white thinkers who confronted race in the early United States distinguished clearly between rational views about human difference and the knee-jerk reactions of the untrained mind. Human beings might easily recoil from people who looked different or who behaved in different ways; it was the duty of the liberal mind to see past this initial reaction and to bring knowledge and reason to bear on every situation.18


Many of the characters we will meet in this book discussed the dangers of prejudice; the most candid admitted that they themselves were vulnerable to its operation, though the task of the liberal mind was to free itself from the snare. “There is something exceedingly curious in the constitution and operation of prejudice,” wrote Thomas Paine in 1782. Unlike other vices and passions, it didn’t seem to limit itself to a particular people or personality; instead, “like the spider, it makes everywhere its home.” Even if one made one’s mind “as naked as the walls of an empty and forsaken tenement” or as “gloomy as a dungeon,” the spider would crawl back in, “fill it with cobwebs, and live where there seems nothing to live on.” The remedy was to keep thinking, to avoid complacency, to subject one’s instincts and passions to the closest scrutiny. Only in this way could one keep prejudice in check.19


One aspect of this battle against the “spider of the mind,” which will become increasingly important to our story, relates to another kind of hierarchy. Most of the actors in this book were middling and elite Americans: churchmen, writers, scientists, politicians, slaveholders. Although they typically defined themselves against prejudice—and pledged to remain alert for the first sign of cobwebs—these better-off Americans referred easily and often to the prejudices of the people at large: the poorer whites who lived alongside black people in the East, or were rushing toward the Indian lands of the West. In crafting national policies to address slavery or the future of Native Americans, liberal thinkers not only had to conquer their own prejudices, but also had to manage and account for those of poorer whites. In the process, they faced a terrible temptation: it would be easy to invoke the hostility of their less enlightened compatriots to mask their own reluctance to accept blacks and Indians as equals.


FOR JAMES SULLIVAN, THE BOSTON judge who corresponded with St. George Tucker, the evidence from black people in slavery—and even those who had briefly enjoyed freedom in New England—provided “great reason” to think blacks might be inferior to whites. But how could anyone know for sure, given the terrible damage done to their character by enslavement and prejudice? The only way to test the theory would be to give freed people the “same prospects” as white people, and “confer upon them the same advantages for the space of time in which three or four generations shall rise and fall.” This might “so mend the race, and so increase their powers of perception,” that they would eventually “exceed the white people.” The problem was getting blacks from the damaged state of slavery to a position in which their natural talents and potential could vindicate their equality. The nation would need to address the issue of “degradation.”


From the 1780s, liberal thinkers insisted that both black people and Indians would require an active process of education before they were ready for meaningful membership in American society. Although it was blacks, rather than Indians, who were initially described as “degraded,” by the 1810s the term was used to refer to Indians as well—and it had mutated considerably from its roots in the debilitating experience of slavery. There were important differences between the efforts to educate free blacks and to “civilize” Native Americans, but degradation eventually provided a comforting way to confront the apparent failure of both.20


When antislavery campaigners described slaves and free blacks as degraded, they did so in defiance of any fixed conception of race: what distinguished black people from whites was the searing experience of slavery, rather than the color of their skin. The idea that slavery permanently damages its victims dated back to antiquity. Romans fretted about macula servitutis, the “servile traits” that dulled the moral character of slaves. Roman slavery, as Thomas Jefferson wrote in his Notes on the State of Virginia, was not founded on racial lines. Nonetheless, its debilitating effects took on a biological dimension for some classical writers. The philosopher Favorinus warned Roman women against using slaves (or even freedpeople) as wet nurses, for fear that servile traits could be transmitted through milk to freeborn children. Most Roman theorists of slavery, however, opted for a more conventional family metaphor: slaves were perpetual children, whose passage to freedom could only be secured through a process of growth and maturation directed by a sympathetic master.21


In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, one could find numerous societies around the world that discriminated against or excluded people without reference to either race or slavery. Latrine-cleaners in India and butchers in Japan were viewed by their neighbors as spiritually defiled—untouchables, in the Indian case. Even excepting the persistence of serfdom in Europe—to which we will return later—certain occupations were classed as degrading or dishonorable, a label that adhered not only to the person actually doing a particular job but to his family and descendants. One effect of the Enlightenment was to draw attention to this problem, in Europe at least. Metropolitan commentators lamented the hereditary exclusion of certain professions; a German imperial decree of 1772 insisted both that executioners were now honorable and that the children of skinners should not be subject to discrimination. Motivated by the same ideas about natural rights and innate human equality, American reformers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries insisted that abolition and education could reverse slavery’s effects. Human beings were so sensitive to their environment, and so thoroughly adaptable, that a change in circumstances could be expected to transform a person: savages might become civilized, criminals might become moral exemplars, slaves could become citizens.22


But although these ideas offered blacks (and Indians) a measure of protection from the harsher certainties of racial hierarchy, they created another set of problems. In the case of blacks, the idea of degradation encouraged white thinkers—and even some blacks—to accept the idea that freed slaves were damaged people: that degradation was not simply the product of prejudice, or an unfortunate consequence of social rituals, but a moral injury with lasting effects. That slavery could mark people in this way was another powerful argument against the institution. But if emancipation did not in itself cure the debility, how was the gap between degradation and equality to be closed? Was this to be the responsibility of private individuals and charities, or of government? And if blacks remained degraded until this process of education was complete, how could philanthropists and politicians prevent whites from fearing or shunning freed people in the meantime?


WRITERS IN THE EARLY UNITED States invoked the term “degradation” all the time, usually in contexts that had nothing to do with race. It often described a demotion or punishment: the laws of Harvard College reminded students on a dozen occasions that, for the commission of various infractions, they could expect to be “admonished, degraded, suspended, or rusticated.” In the early days of the republic, “degradation” was regularly used by patriotic speakers to describe the fate of peoples in Europe suffering under monarchical government. For some, it was a synonym for “degeneration”: the word crept into the many bruised responses to the Abbé Raynal’s slur on America’s potential. (In the first editions of his dictionary, Noah Webster defined degradation as “a degeneracy.”) In the hands of different writers, degradation described the condition of Europe during the Napoleonic Wars; the fate of Scots-Irish Protestants who had been forced out of Ulster by an ungrateful British Crown throughout the eighteenth century; and the sad state of the Jewish people, who had been “long since forsaken of God,” but “not forgotten.” By the War of 1812, the Federalists who dominated New England politics openly entertained secession from a nation ruled by Virginians, and lamented the nation’s political course under Thomas Jefferson and James Madison: “How speedy has been the decline to meanness and degradation,” Noah Webster told a Massachusetts crowd in 1814.23


The term was also well known in Europe. It appeared dozens of times in Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, usually to describe the corruption of a public official by his or her vices (or those of the public). Numerous people were degraded (dégradé) in the Abbé Raynal’s pioneering critique of European imperialism, the Histoire des deux Indes (A History of the Two Indies), but the term had a special association with slavery. Raynal noted with sadness that enslaved people were subjected to a double debility: slavery depressed their spirits and morals; and, even when slaves were emancipated, the prejudices of white people made it impossible for them to enjoy their freedom. Raynal’s history, which made its way into the libraries of the American Founders, was especially harsh on the spurious arguments used to defend slavery. It would be “degrading reason” to take seriously the claims of proslavery theorists. “Whoever justifies so odious a system deserves the utmost contempt from a philosopher,” concluded Raynal, “and from the negro a stab with his dagger.”24


A similar focus on reason informed Mary Wollstonecraft’s pioneering works on the place of women in society. “When a man makes his spirit bend to any power but reason,” she wrote in 1790, “his character is soon degraded, and his mind shackled by the very prejudices to which he submits with reluctance.” In A Vindication of the Rights of Women, she exhaustively cataloged the “false system of education” that fitted women to become “alluring mistresses” rather than “affectionate wives and rational mothers.” Men not only treated women like children, but persuaded them to style themselves as needy and fitted only for pleasure. The challenge, thought Wollstonecraft, was to convince these women “that the illegitimate power which they obtain by degrading themselves is a curse, and that they must return to nature and equality.” She slipped a familiar metaphor from antislavery tracts into the debate about sexual equality. If men continued to prevent women from obeying the dictates of reason, they might succeed in creating “convenient slaves,” but they would ultimately corrupt themselves: “Slavery will have its constant effect, degrading the master and the abject dependent.”25


Degradation also played a role in European debates about crime and punishment, especially given the growing interest in rehabilitation in the eighteenth century. Since 1500, Portugal had banished tens of thousands of criminals and other unwanted people to the farthest reaches of its empire: to India, Angola, São Tomé, and Brazil. Portuguese officials imagined that these exiles, who were known as degredados, would find a productive way to contribute to colonial society without the supervision of the state. British officials sent their criminals to the North American colonies, mostly, until the American Revolution intervened. After a frantic search for a new destination, the British government dispatched the First Fleet to Australia in 1787, carrying those who were “by their crimes degraded to a level with the basest of mankind.” The quiet ambition of the Australian effort was to reverse this degradation in a new environment, albeit under closer supervision than the Portuguese degredados had experienced.26


For antislavery writers in the United States, degradation could be presented as a lamentable effect of slavery and a powerful argument against the idea of racial hierarchies. It could also be used to concede or reinforce white prejudices about the supposedly sorry state of the black population at present. Crucially, it was reversible. Samuel Hopkins, a Rhode Island minister, insisted in 1776 that black people had “as good a right as any of their fellow men” to liberty. He proposed that slaves be freed and invited to serve in the American cause during the war with Britain, then integrated into the United States. “Let them be subject to the same restraints and laws, with other freemen,” Hopkins urged, “and have the same care taken of them by the public.” Slavery had “a mighty tendency to sink and contract the minds of men,” and it clearly prevented black people from reaching their potential. But emancipation and “proper encouragement to labor” would eventually set things right. Hopkins’s assault on slavery drew momentum from the benighted condition of black people, but his sharp observations—that blacks were “destitute of prudence and sagacity to act for themselves,” or prone “to vices of all kinds”—reinforced the view that merely freeing slaves would not fit them for citizenship.27


The idea that black people had been relegated from a rightful equality—that they had been “degraded into a perpetual bondage,” as Benjamin Franklin and the Pennsylvania Abolition Society put it in their incendiary petition to Congress in 1790—became an antislavery standard in the years after the American Revolution. It also provided a simple way to refute Thomas Jefferson’s arguments about permanent inferiority in the Notes on the State of Virginia. Noah Webster, who was editing a newspaper in New York during the 1790s, attacked Jefferson’s ideas directly in his 1793 essay on the Effects of Slavery on Morals and Industry. Webster didn’t deny that slaves seemed “remarkable for their inaction, their want of foresight and their disinclination to improvement,” and he allowed that these characteristics had created “very great doubts in the minds of some men of a philosophical cast, whether they are not a distinct and inferior race of beings.” But a proper attention to Enlightenment principles would yield a different conclusion: “All the peculiar features in the character of the African race in America, may justly be ascribed to their depressed condition.” Slavery, not race, was to blame.28


Webster looked to Europe to prove his point. Weren’t serfs in Russia and Poland just as idle as black slaves in America? How could race explain the apparent decline of the “debased” inhabitants of modern Greece, who seemed nothing like their classical ancestors? Everything was circumstantial. Ireland was full of thieves only because the British ruled with an iron hand. Jews lent at “exorbitant” rates because they experienced the barbs of prejudice wherever they lived. As he both indulged in and made allowances for national stereotypes across and beyond Europe, Webster seems not to have considered whether they were false—or worried that he himself had succumbed to prejudice in recycling them. Behind his judgments and clichés was an Enlightenment confidence that any form of degradation could be overcome.29


Webster thought that blacks who had lived in freedom before their enslavement would retain their “early virtues” more or less indefinitely. They would chafe against the denial of their liberty, launch “bold and manly” rebellions against their masters, and, if restored to freedom, make the most of emancipation. By contrast, those born into slavery would “sink into a state of sullen apathy,” more likely to perpetrate “petty frauds” than daring uprisings. Like many of his contemporaries, Webster viewed free blacks as disproportionately responsible for “burglaries, rapes or murders”; this supposedly proved that granting freedom to lifelong slaves would not “correct the depravity of their hearts.” If blacks were degraded, wasn’t this likely to deter, rather than encourage, white people to advocate their emancipation? Webster conceded that “a bare emancipation of them is not an act of adequate justice.” White citizens could and should do much more “towards correcting their ill habits and rendering them valuable members of the community.”30


The same ideas guided antislavery activists in the South and West. In the spring of 1792, as delegates gathered in Lexington to draft a constitution for the proposed state of Kentucky, the Presbyterian minister David Rice urged them to outlaw slavery. Rice had been born in Virginia in 1733, and he had studied at the College of New Jersey in Princeton before becoming a preacher in western Virginia and North Carolina. He ministered to black and white congregations and often felt that he had more success with the former than with the latter. When the residents of Kentucky were numerous enough to petition the federal government for statehood, Rice was elected to the constitutional convention and given a platform for his antislavery views. Like Webster, he argued that blacks and whites were “creatures of God” who were equally entitled to liberty. Moreover, slavery was “a degradation to our own nature” as well as a crime against blacks, and it had ruined generations of young people in Virginia and in the rest of the slaveholding South. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson had captured this dynamic with ghastly concision: To be “nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny” was hardly the proper upbringing for a republican. From his years in Virginia, David Rice, too, had learned to loathe that genteel laziness that shadowed slavery’s cruelties. “What—must young master saddle his own horse?—Must pretty little miss sweep the house and wash the dishes?—and these black devils be free!—No heart can bear it!”31


Rice knew the excuses of slaveholders better than anyone, and he was ready to expose their fallacies at the convention. Even if slavery had originally been the fate of captives of war, and a more humane alternative to genocide, relying on this outdated logic in the modern age was “unreasonable and cruel” (a point that Benjamin Franklin, among others, had already made). True, African leaders and merchants were complicit in the slave trade, but it was Europeans who “furnish the sinews, add the strength, and receive the gain.” Rice doubted that the inhumanity that fueled the slave system could be contained within racial boundaries: “If I have been long accustomed to think a black man was made for me, I may easily take it into my head to think so a white man.” Those poorer whites who were temporarily protected from rapacious masters by the color line could not sleep easily. “Will straight hair defend me against the blow that falls so heavy on the woolly head?” If slavery’s place in Kentucky was consolidated, Rice feared the worst: the state’s poor white population would be “spew[ed] out” into other states, treated “with contempt” by a new class of masters, or actually subjugated.32


Like Noah Webster, Rice agreed that abolition should be gradual. Slaves had a just claim to immediate freedom, but “by our bad conduct we have rendered them incapable of enjoying . . . their birth-right.” The institution, then, had to be dismantled carefully, “the trunk gradually hewn down, and the stump and roots left to rot in the ground.” No more slaves should be brought into Kentucky, but those currently enslaved would have to live out their lives in the service of their owners. Their children would be free from birth, though bound to a trade or schooled at the public expense “until actually freed at a proper age.” If given a decent education, they would quickly escape the degradation of their parents and could even grow “to become useful citizens.” Rice hoped the constitutional convention would have the courage and foresight to embrace his plan before Kentucky went the way of Virginia.33


Rice realized that this would be strong medicine for many slaveholders, though he knew that a great many of them were already struggling with their consciences. Rice himself owned four slaves, and he imagined that this gave credibility to his crusade. Perhaps it did: the delegates who eventually voted for a ban held nearly fifty slaves between them. But Rice’s arguments ran against slavery’s rising tide. Kentucky’s black population had roughly tripled between the end of the Revolutionary War and 1790; it would triple again before 1800, when slaves constituted nearly 20 percent of the new state’s population. At the 1792 convention, the defenders of slavery countered Rice by pleading the rights of property and warning against government intrusion. Their counterproposal co-opted Rice’s language of conscience while placing slavery beyond the reach of even an enlightened majority: masters should be free to manumit their slaves in a personal capacity, but the new state legislature should be barred from imposing abolition without the consent of slaveholders. The convention voted 26 to 16 to entrench slavery, and the dream of a free Kentucky was lost.34


Rice’s defeat, like the rejection of the 1790 Quaker petition by the US Congress, can make the early abolitionist effort seem hopelessly naïve. But the continuing interest of Virginians like St. George Tucker in a general emancipation, along with the growing antislavery movement in New York and Philadelphia, left reformers feeling anything but dejected. In 1798, a young Henry Clay wrote a newspaper article urging the state’s voters to remedy “defects” in the Kentucky constitution. Although the state was flourishing, “can any man be happy and contented when he sees near thirty thousand of his fellow beings around him, deprived of all the rights which make life desirable?” In fact, “all America acknowledges the existence of slavery to be an evil.” Clay, like Rice, thought that slavery should not be abolished immediately, and he attacked the scare tactics of slaveholders who had warned of “an immediate and unqualified liberation of slaves.” The challenge for Rice and Clay, in “the present enlightened age,” was to find a gradual plan that would cushion the social upheaval of abolition.35


David Rice’s ideas continued to circulate in Kentucky, and they were also published in Philadelphia as a new national antislavery movement began to take shape. In 1794, delegates from Connecticut to Maryland converged on the city for the first Convention for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery. The attendees pledged to help local abolition societies in their efforts to free black people wherever they were still enslaved, and to encourage the education of free blacks, “thereby to prepare them for becoming good citizens of the United States.” Abolition conventions met every year or so during the 1790s, recruiting delegates from as far south as Baltimore and Richmond. When New York and New Jersey passed gradual abolition legislation in 1799 and 1804, delegates confidently predicted that the march of emancipation would continue.36


Degradation had quickly become a powerful argument against slavery. It emphasized the corrosive effects of the institution on human beings whose subjugation had no scientific or religious justification. But if the language of degradation was rooted in the idea that African Americans had retained their innate human potential and ability, it also affirmed the view that slaves and freed people were currently inferior to whites. Temporarily and reversibly inferior, perhaps, and degraded through no fault of their own, but inferior nonetheless. “In vain do you liberate the African,” warned the 1800 Abolition Convention, “while you neglect to furnish him with the means of properly providing for himself, and of becoming a useful member of the community.” The new antislavery movement now had to make good on its boast that degradation could be overcome as convincingly as it could be defined, and that benevolence and enlightened government could turn slaves into citizens.









TWO


A FEW BAD MEN


VIRTUALLY EVERYONE AGREED THAT THE denial of liberty would have a terrible effect on human beings, causing them to stagnate or regress in their moral development. But how could liberal reformers explain the apparently primitive state of Native Americans? Thomas Jefferson wondered if the Indians had declined from a more civilized group of ancestors that had built ancient cities in the Mississippi Valley. The antislavery congressman Elias Boudinot of New Jersey suggested that Native Americans were originally Jews: they were “perfect republicans,” “exceedingly intoxicated with religious pride,” and “the conduct of the women seems perfectly agreeable (as far as circumstances will permit) to the law of Moses.” Most liberal whites accepted a more prosaic explanation for the rougher edges of indigenous culture: Native Americans had never been exposed to the stimuli that would encourage civilized society. They hadn’t been degraded—at least, no more than any other primitive people who had fallen from the settled societies of the biblical era. Instead, they had to be brought for the first time through the stages of civilization, in accordance with Enlightenment theories about human progress.1


As we’ll see, Native Americans became caught up in the debate about degradation along with African Americans. To understand how this happened, we need to explore how white reformers understood and responded to Indians in the first decades of the republic. In particular, we need to confront the extraordinary and ultimately catastrophic policy of “civilizing” Native peoples that was launched during George Washington’s first administration and remained an obsession of the federal government for decades. If it was hard for liberal whites to deny that African Americans were capable of improvement, it was no easier to reject the humanity and potential of Native Americans. (In 1785, Noah Webster declared the morals of the Indians “as perfect . . . as in more enlightened nations,” and their laws on a par with “the most civilized.”) The challenge was to devise a process by which the innate human potential of Native peoples could be nurtured amid the political turmoil of the nation’s first decades.


During the colonial era, Britain had shown little interest in promoting “civilization.” Colonial merchants and British importers happily encouraged Indians to furnish the European market with furs and pelts, but gave them little thought beyond commerce and military strategy. Britain and France were the predominant powers in North America before the French defeat in the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763). In the first half of the eighteenth century, these European powers competed to build and protect their Indian alliances without making serious efforts to impose their way of life on Native people. Given that the British North American colonies had a much larger population of settlers than New France, government officials in London (and colonial assemblies in America) had to balance the Indian trade against a temptation to expand westward. By the mid-eighteenth century, with American settlers rushing toward the Appalachians, imperial managers found themselves juggling two different visions of empire: one based on Indian trade, the other on white settlement.


With the French conclusively defeated in North America by 1761, British commanders and imperial bureaucrats assumed they could dictate terms to indigenous people. Settlers on the ground in the British colonies saw an opportunity to seize Indian land in the West without fear of reprisal. Native Americans, however, refused to recognize British hegemony over the American interior. In 1763, a pan-Indian rebellion in the Great Lakes led by the Ottawa warrior Pontiac forced Britain to readjust its Indian policy. George III proclaimed that the Appalachian Mountains should mark the dividing line between British America and Indian country. Any future cessions of Indian land would be secured not by colonial governors or ambitious white settlers, but by British officials reporting directly to London.2


If the new Proclamation Line offered reassurance to Indians, it enraged poorer whites who sought land and opportunity beyond the mountains. Benjamin Franklin did little to disguise his contempt for these renegades: “Our frontier people are yet greater barbarians than the Indians,” he wrote the British superintendent for Indian affairs in 1766. The unmanaged expansion they desired would tear the commercial web that connected businessmen in Philadelphia, New York, and London to the Native peoples of the American interior. Franklin knew that westward expansion wasn’t just a sop to white settlers. Merchants and political insiders could make a lot of money from land speculation, and Europeans could not be contained forever by the Appalachians. But he shared the British view that land cessions should be secured from the Indians with patience and precision. When British negotiators reached a new treaty agreement in 1768 that would push the border of white settlement to the Ohio River, Franklin and his merchant friends in Philadelphia greeted the news with excitement. The Ohio stretched for a thousand miles to the Mississippi, and it linked the interior to the distant Atlantic. (Spain still controlled the river and its entrepôt, New Orleans, but this was an investment in the future.) The only problem was that Britain had agreed upon this boundary with the wrong group of Indians.3


The 1768 treaty was signed by the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy, whose power was centered on the vast region between what is now Pittsburgh and the Hudson River. But the lands south of the Ohio, roughly corresponding to West Virginia and Kentucky, belonged mostly to Indians who were not invited to (or even informed of) the 1768 negotiations. The powerful Shawnee were the most notable absentees, and their resentment led eventually to war with the colony of Virginia. In 1774, the British governor Lord Dunmore sent troops to the backcountry to defend the cessions of 1768, adding to the antagonism between the Indians and Britain. But the onset of the American Revolution changed the political calculus. Dunmore, barely a year into his efforts to consolidate western land for white Virginians, was ignominiously forced back across the Atlantic by militant Patriots. The settlers rushing onto Indian lands in the West now proclaimed loyalty to George Washington rather than George III. To complete the reversal, the Indians who had been betrayed by Britain in 1768 now chose to ally with the Crown against the new United States.4


The Revolution went badly for Native peoples in the Ohio Valley. The Shawnees and their allies inflicted heavy casualties on white frontier communities, but they were fighting a rearguard action. By 1783, under the pressure of American armies and multiplying settlers, the Indian presence south of the Ohio had become almost impossible to sustain. Worse, the British neglected to defend their Indian allies at the peace negotiations in Paris, ceding territorial rights in the West to the new United States. At best, this left Native peoples clinging to the onerous terms of the 1768 treaty, exiled from their lands south of the river. But American politicians immediately tested a more ambitious argument: if Britain had ceded all its claims, the United States had a right to any Indian land east of the Mississippi. Between 1783 and 1787, the Confederation Congress imposed treaties on Native Americans encompassing vast areas. As delegates gathered in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787 to draft the new federal Constitution, the old Congress passed its most important piece of legislation. The Northwest Ordinance divided Indian land between Pennsylvania and the Mississippi into neat parcels ready for absorption into the United States.


That summer, Congress reminded Arthur St. Clair, the new governor of the Northwest Territory, that he should “not neglect any opportunity that may offer, of extinguishing the Indian rights to the westward, as far as the river Mississippi.” General St. Clair sympathized with the land grab, but he knew that phony treaties could not secure the evacuation of northwestern Indian nations. Sooner or later, the United States would have to either negotiate equitable agreements or meet Native Americans on the battlefield. The extension of white settlement forced the issue of whether Indians would be assimilated, removed, or even exterminated. This question would become a central concern for the United States in the three decades from 1785 to 1815. The testing ground for its resolution was the territory that now encompasses Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois.5


DURING THE CONFEDERATION ERA AND the first years of the federal government, Arthur St. Clair reported to Henry Knox, secretary of war. Before the Revolution, Knox had run a bookstore in Boston supplying the latest military tracts to British officers. After Lexington and Concord, Knox slipped through the British blockade and brought his knowledge of artillery to George Washington and the Continental Army. During the Confederation period, his job entailed managing Indian frustrations with fraudulent treaties and addressing the intransigence of white settlers who pushed beyond even the disputed borders. In a report to Congress in July 1787, Knox insisted that, if the Indians near the Wabash River continued to prey upon American settlers and forts, US troops should “expel them from their towns or extirpate them.” Knox was, after all, no ordinary bookseller; even before 1775, he had gravitated to the shelves of his store that explained the trigonometry of modern warfare. But he fancied himself both amiable and humane. As he laid out the prospect of extirpation, he insisted that any war should be “founded on the immutable principles of Justice.” In 1789, Knox became the only senior official in the Confederation government to retain his post during Washington’s first administration, and he was given the difficult task of squaring the nation’s commitment to Enlightenment ideals with its boundless western ambitions.6


Like other federal officials, Knox juggled fear about the immediate dangers of a frontier war with an expansive complacency about the long-term prospects of American domination. In the summer of 1789, as he lobbied Washington and Congress for a new direction in Indian policy, Knox claimed that the United States could overrun the Indians north of the Ohio River as easily as it had done the original inhabitants of the thirteen states. He wondered, though, if there was a better way forward. “How different would be the sensation of the philosophic mind,” Knox told the president, “to reflect that instead of exterminating a part of the human race by our modes of population, that we had persevered through all difficulties and had at least imparted our knowledge of cultivation, and the arts, to the Aboriginals of the country.” In 1790 and 1791, it was far from obvious that the United States could destroy the Indians, and Knox admitted in his more candid moments that an alliance of indigenous peoples with Britain or Spain could easily result in the extirpation of the American republic. But Knox wanted to present Washington with an alternative to the saber-rattling of General St. Clair and his supporters in Congress. He was also conscious that the public—both in the United States and in Europe—might not share the enthusiasm of frontier soldiers and settlers for a campaign of annihilation. This broader audience might even “consider the Indians as oppressed,” a conclusion that would damage the republic’s reputation at home and abroad.7


The idea that Indians were impervious to civilized ways was “more convenient than just,” Knox admitted in 1790. The vast majority of Indian nations had already discovered the benefits of settled agriculture, but their societies would have to be reengineered to fit the expansionist blueprint of the Northwest Ordinance. This meant concentrating their settlements in a much smaller area, selling their “excess” land to the federal government, using the proceeds to procure the equipment and skills to grow crops for the market, and embracing Christianity. Above all, Native people would need to accept that land and possessions should be held privately, rather than communally. To the exasperation of federal officials, this key principle seemed anything but obvious to Native Americans.8


What was the best way to introduce the program to the Indians? Before 1789, a small number of Native Americans had been educated in eastern colleges in the hope that they would become emissaries of “civilization.” The results were disappointing. In 1779, Congress voted to send George Morgan White Eyes to Princeton. George was the son of a Delaware leader who had allied with the United States, but who had been killed by a Virginia militiaman in 1778. Congressional members hoped to conciliate the angry Delawares by giving White Eyes’s son the same educational opportunity they might wish for their own children. (The tuition bills were to be settled later, with land cessions.) But the curriculum hardly fitted George for a role as cultural ambassador. His tutors were skilled in moral philosophy, divinity, and mathematics rather than practical matters like husbandry, and George felt nervous about returning to his people. Like the two other Delaware students who matriculated at Princeton in the eighteenth century, George did not complete his degree. Henry Knox concluded that these ad-hoc attempts at civilizing were inadequate. The United States had to find a way to penetrate Native American societies directly in order to root its ideals and practices among Indians at the frontier.9


Knox’s alternative plan was to revive the old British practice of giving gifts to the Indians during treaty-making, with the goal of providing Indian elders with a personal stake in the concept of private property. With this method, he told Washington, the United States could win the friendship of the troublesome Wabash Indians for only $11,000 per year. This was a bargain. A military expedition of 1,600 men would cost $200,000 annually, and an army that could win a full-blown Indian war in the Northwest—5,000 men, say—would cost $1.1 million or more. (Excepting interest payments on its debts, the federal government’s annual budget at this moment was less than $2 million.) To complement his plan of buying off Indian leaders, Knox proposed Christian missionaries as “the instruments to work on the Indians.” These men would live alongside Native Americans, promise not to become involved in any form of land speculation, and take up agriculture. With their new indigenous neighbors by turns rapt and envious, the missionaries would find it easy to transmit civilized principles and to reform Native American societies from within.10
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